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Abstract 
This paper explores the disconnect between face-to-face and online instructors with respect to professional teaching dispositions 
and addresses why educators should be as aware of their teaching dispositions. The assumption is often made that good Internet 
connectivity, high quality equipment, and solid content knowledge are all that is needed for instructors to be effective in the 
online classroom, yet research has shown that instructors must also possess strong professional teaching dispositions to truly be 
effective educators. With an ever-increasing number of students enrolled in online courses, institutions need to identify what is 
effective online teaching and the professional teaching dispositions one needs to be an effective educator in online environments. 
Professional teaching dispositions are defined as those professional attitudes, values and beliefs demonstrated through both 
verbal and non-verbal behaviors as educators interact with students, families, colleagues, and communities and are guided by 
beliefs and attitudes related to values such as caring, fairness, and honesty.   
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1. Introduction 
 Close your eyes for a second and think back to when you were a student. What comes to mind when you to think 
about a teacher during that time? You may remember a teacher you loved or one you despised. In every case, your 
memory is not due to their knowledge of subject matter, but rather how they interacted with you…their disposition 
to teach. This paper examines the need for evaluation of the professional teaching dispositions of instructors in 
online environments and why instructors should be as aware of their professional teaching dispositions.  
The college experience is slowly shifting off campus and into the internet as students seek out multiple sources 
for their educational experience. In a recent survey of over 2,800 colleges and universities in the United States, over 
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69% of the chief academic leaders stated that online learning was critical to their long-term strategies (Allen & 
Seaman, 2013). The same study reported that over 6.7 million students were taking at least one online course during 
the fall 2011 term, an increase of 570,000 students over the previous year. In addition, the proportion of all students 
taking at least one online course during 2011 was an all-time high of 32.0 percent. The assumption is often made 
that good Internet connectivity, high quality equipment, and solid content knowledge are all that is needed for 
instructors to be effective in the online classroom, yet research has shown that online instructors must also possess 
strong professional teaching dispositions (Oliver, Osborne, & Brady, 2009; Orso, & Doolittle, 2012; Welch, 
Napoleon, Hill, & Rommell, 2014). With the ever increasing number of students enrolled in online courses, not only 
do institutions need to be concerned with the rigor and outcomes of their online courses, but also that the instructors 
are meeting the needs of the students by possessing the professional teaching dispositions needed to be effective 
educators.  
2. Profession Teaching Dispositions Defined 
   However, let us take a moment to discuss what professional teaching dispositions are. Teaching involves more 
than effective planning, content knowledge, and teaching skills. It also extends to professional dispositions; those 
professional attitudes, values and beliefs demonstrated through both verbal and non-verbal behaviors as instructors 
interact with students, families, colleagues, and communities and guided by beliefs and attitudes related to values 
such as caring, fairness, and honesty (NCATE, 2013).   
   Dispositions are similar to professional beliefs or values systems, but they are more than that. One’s dispositions 
are manifested in one’s behavior. That behavior is how we quantify the disposition. The disposition is therefore an 
indicator of future action based upon that disposition.  
    Dottin (2009) describes dispositions as both definitional and philosophical in nature. The discourse pertaining to 
teacher dispositions occurs primarily in the K-12 realm, where Carroll (2012) defines dispositions as a teacher’s 
ability to act effectively “…on the behalf of the learning and well-being of his or her students” (p. 38). Professional 
teaching dispositions are the attitudes, values, and beliefs demonstrated through both verbal and non-verbal 
behaviors as educators interact with students, families, colleagues, and communities and are related to values such 
as caring, fairness, and honesty (NCATE, 2013). Dispositions extend to professional modes of conduct and the ways 
in which beliefs and attitudes are displayed by teachers’ actions in and out of the classroom. Ros-Voseles and Moss 
(2007) showed that when teachers possessed positive professional dispositions the profession of teaching was 
elevated in the eyes of others. 
   Two threads of discourse can be identified when looking into definitions for dispositions (Thorton, 2006). The 
first relates to the terms used when assessing teacher dispositions, such as values, beliefs, attitudes, characteristics, 
professional behaviors, ethics, and perceptions (Ritchhart, 2001). A person’s pattern of thinking, and how one is 
predisposed to act, informs an educator’s practice, which are then manifested through particular kinds of action in 
the learning environment. The second view addresses the professional characteristics and identifiable behaviors, 
such as work attendance, preparation, work ethic, punctuality, sense of humor, and appropriate dress (Tichenor & 
Tichenor, 2004/2005). These behaviors are more clearly definable and measureable, especially in a conventional 
teaching environment, but they fall short in capturing a professional’s educational practice.  
   Dispositions have also been discussed as affective qualities including empathy, or the ability to understand and 
accept another person’s point of view (Usher, 2002). Qualities related to emotional and social intelligences have also 
been studied, including having a positive view of others, or believing in the worth, ability, and potential of others; 
positive view of self, or believing in the worth, ability, and potential of oneself; authenticity, or having a sense of 
freedom and openness that allows one to be a unique person in honesty and genuineness; and meaningful purpose 
and vision, or having a commitment to purposes that are person-centered, broad, deep, freeing, and long range in 
nature (Usher, 2002).  
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   The idea that dispositions are changeable is a commonly held theory (e.g., Judge  & Bretz, 1993; Mumford, 2001). 
Dewey (1916, 1922) suggests that dispositions are human qualities, which can be altered because of educational 
experiences. Wasicsko (2007) categorized dispositional attributes by their level of difficulty to change. He identified 
those that were difficult to change as related to warmth, enthusiasm, commitment, optimism, and humor. On the 
other hand, he found that attributes such as knowledge, punctuality, and appearance could be altered because of 
experience and professional development. 
3. Professional Teaching Dispositions in Online Education 
   Although researchers have been able to identify key characteristics of effective teaching in the face-to-face 
classroom (e.g., Combs, 1999; Feldman, 1984, 1989), the same cannot be said for the identification and assessment 
of the professional teaching dispositions in the online classroom. While the topic of teacher dispositions is nearly 
non-existent in online education literature, the notion of instructor presence is prevalent and plays a significant role 
in understanding successful online learning environments. The notion of presence in the online environment is 
defined as “the ability of learners to project themselves socially and affectively into a community of inquiry (COI)” 
(Rourke, et al, 1999, p. 1).  
   Rouke’s model (1999) identifies three core dimensions of importance for learners in online learning environments, 
including cognitive presence, teacher presence, and social presence. Pelz (2004) additionally suggests that 
individuals who become exemplary online educators tend to create carefully designed online courses that promote 
presence, and more specifically educators who actively work to address cognitive, teacher, and social presence. 
   Therefore, the domains of presence are defined and operationalized as follows: Cognitive presence is understood 
as the ‘ideas,’ and more precisely defined here as the interactive behaviors that contribute to meaning-making, 
provide content matter, offer explanation/clarification, and build ideas, understanding, and learning discourse. 
Behaviorally, cognitive presence may manifest through the use of scholarly references or clear writing. Pedagogical 
presence is understood as the interactive behaviors that enhance design, organization, management, effective 
communication and feedback, and facilitation of active learning and may be identified when a teacher responds to 
discussion thread or challenges students to expand upon their ideas. Social presence is the interactive behaviors that 
reduce social distance between the instructor and learners, and between learners, and enhance social cohesion in the 
learning environment. As a behavior, social presence may be observed when a teacher personalizes the learning 
environment or offers individual acknowledgement and affirmation to the students. 
   Constructivist and social interaction theory have shown that the mechanisms for learning and meaning making are 
social interactions. Therefore, the theoretical assertion adopted here is that through social interaction within the 
learning environment an individual’s personality, beliefs, and common behaviors are manifested within the context 
of online instruction and become the substance within the cognitive, pedagogical, and social domains of instruction. 
All three domains of presence (cognitive, pedagogical, and social) are enacted and achieved through social 
interaction. 
4. Assessing Professional Teaching Dispositions of Online Instructors 
   As mentioned earlier, there has been little research in this area, but two recent developments need to be 
highlighted. First, work has been competed on the development of the Virtual Teaching Dispositions Scale© 
(VTDS). Details of its psychometric development are forthcoming in the Journal of Online Learning and Teaching 
(Welch, et. al, 2014). The few keys factors leading to the development of the VTDS are as discussed below. 
   Following extensive item development, using Q methodology, and pilot testing of the resulting items, the 
psychometrics of the instruments were determined using the common-factor model. The 39 items were scrutinized 
to remove those that were conceptually inconsistent with other items in the subscale, did not have a salient loading 
587 Anita Welch and Larry Napoleon /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  171 ( 2015 )  584 – 589 
on a factor (pattern coefficient of .35 or greater), or displayed sizeable cross loadings (pattern coefficients of .35 or 
greater on two or more factors). A final set of 25 items was established. 
   The three areas of presence forming the conceptual foundation of this study (cognitive, pedagogical, and social) 
were strongly identified in the validation of the instrument and thus supports the need for instructors to possess 
fundamental disposition attributes, such as empathy, timeliness, and passion. These attributes identify character-
related dispositions and relate to an individual’s personality and behavior. 
   In contrast, the fourth disposition identified in this study, Virtual/Technological Presence, has less to do with 
personality and behavior than with competence. While items this domain do not assess instructors’ technical 
expertise in the delivery of content, they do suggest that instructors need to possess an innate desire and motivation 
for continual improvement in their ability to deliver high quality content and are more easily changed over time. The 
identification of attributes in the Virtual/Technological Presence factor related to competence suggests that they can 
be changed. These include virtual appearance, communication, and technology-mediated skills. 
   Recent work at South African institution, specializing in open distance learning, used the Virtual Teaching 
Dispositions Scale (VTDS) to assess the professional teaching dispositions associated with effective online 
instruction (Martins & Ungerer, 2015). The aim of this study was to identify associations between 
virtual/technological presence, pedagogical presence, expert/cognitive presence, and social presence among 
academic staff members, making to suggestions for improving online teaching in this environment. The findings 
showed that academic staff members felt fairly confident about their ability to maintain an expert/cognitive, social, 
and pedagogical presence. A possible area of concern for the institution, however, was the low experienced level of 
virtual/technological presence of its academic staff (Martins & Ungerer, 2015).   
5. Professional Teaching Dispositions: Why they matter 
   Because we do what we value. We can know how to do something but not want to do it – and so we do not do it! 
Skills and dispositions are different, but symbiotic constructs. 
   The first identified concept is that of professional awareness. We speak of professional awareness as mindfulness, 
which is particularly relevant to one’s professional practice. Identification of one’s professional teaching 
dispositions inherently brings forth an awareness of ones strengths and weaknesses as identified in conjunction with 
a particular skill set and instructional paradigm. Professional awareness, however, while extremely important, is not 
nearly enough unto itself to significantly influence instruction as it may result in latent knowledge if not taken a step 
farther. Latent knowledge does not influence professional practice, which is the ultimate goal of this research. 
Professional awareness, however, when engaged in as a larger effort of professional development leads to the 
second outcome. 
   Informed action is the next step in the process. Informed action means that the awareness that one comes into is 
used strategically in the development and implementation of professional development activities, which will address 
any identified weaknesses as related to one’s virtual teaching dispositions, and consequentially, one’s professional 
practice. While awareness speaks to knowing, action speaks to doing. After one knows what dispositions are weak, 
they can seek out necessary resources to strengthen and improve the outcomes associated with their virtual teaching 
efforts. In this way, professional awareness and informed action, because of identification of one’s professional 
teaching dispositions, has the potential to positively and significantly impact the field of virtual teaching through 
improved professional practice.       
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   There are indeed challenges to assessing dispositions, whether in the traditional or online classroom, and there 
exists a void in the research identifying the relationship of dispositions to student outcomes. Additional studies 
longitudinal studies need to be conducted to determine the correlation between instructors’ dispositions and student 
learning. 
   Assessing ones professional teaching dispositions is about doing what is right for both the teacher and students. 
This is not to be confused with measuring teachers’ morals. As trainers of teachers, we have a moral obligation to 
ensure that teachers value the skills they have, so that we can have confidence in their desire to apply those skills in 
the classroom. If they fail to use the skills we have so carefully taught them, then they will harm our children and 
our futures. 
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